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ABSTRACT

The breeding behaviour of Malleefowl is well known, but the

conservation status and ecology of the species are poorly

understood. Malleefowl populations have declined because of

habitat loss, competition from domestic stock and possibly

because of the effects of introduced predators.

The distribution, both past and present, of Malleefowl in NSW

was investigated by sending a questionnaire to property

holders. The current distribution is separated in eight

zones; sub-groups are further isolated within habitat

remnants in two of those zones. The distribution is closely

tied to remaining areas of dry mallee, ironbark-red gum

forest and ironbark-pine forest.

The population density was estimated by surveys on foot and

by aerial surveys. The unit of population used was active

nests. The population size in the state, estimated by

multiplying the density estimates by the area of distribution

in the respective habitat types, was 745 active nests.

Insufficient data prevented any estimate of the non-breeding

population, or of errors in the population size.

Malleefowl diet was examined by faecal analysis. Scats from

adults were collected over a six-months period. Remains of

food particles were identified by comparison with a reference

collection, and volumes of intake calculated from the surface

area of particles.ḏLarge fruits and seeds of Cassytha 
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(malleeḏstranglevine) , Triticum (wheat) Einadia (saloop)
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Carthamus (saffron thistle) and Acacia (wattle) comprised the

major part of the diet in summer and early autumn. Green

herbage was commonly eaten in spring and anthropods eaten

throughout the whole period, but predominantly in autumn.

Fecundity and breeding success were monitored during a

drought and a very wet summer. Many nests were abandoned

before egg laying during the drought, while in the wet summer

many eggs died in saturated nests. Hatching success was 51%

of all eggs laid, producing a mean of 7.8 chicks per nest,

and this result was similar to previous studies.

Analysis of habitat around active nests showed that grass

cover, herb cover and distance to the nearest neighbour were

correlated to the number of eggs laid in a nest. At one site

with more than half the active nests, only grass cover and

the distance to the nearest paddock edge were correlated to

the number of eggs laid. These results can be explained by

the fact that grass, herbs and the distance to the paddock

edge are all measures of food availability. The correlation

of eggs laid and nearest neighbour distance suggests that

Malleefowl compete for food. The habitat producing the

greatest density of eggs and chicks was modified by regular

cutting and burning of small patches of mallee: reasons for

this disturbance improving the habitat quality are discussed.

As a result of this study the conservation status of

Malleefowl within NSW can be assessed. The population is

small, fragmented into genetically isolated groups and under
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threat from habitat loss or habitat modification and

competition from introduced herbivores. Current data suggest

that the population size is declining, with excessive chick

mortality the likely cause. Habitat change through grazing

and prescribed fire may be further threats.

Management strategies are proposed to address the problems of

habitat loss, reduction in habitat quality and excessive

mortality of chicks. Further problems in small remnants are

random extinctions by catastrophe and loss of genetic

variation and viability through inbreeding. The strategies

involve protection of habitat in reserves, habitat

improvement by cutting or burning of small patches, captive

breeding to provide stocks of Malleefowl for re-introductions

or re-stocking of low populations and control of competitors

and predators.
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